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Leaving Public
Accounting: The
Decision Process
A Behavior Model

difficult to define simply because
they vary dramatically from in
dividual to individual. A source of
job satisfaction to one public ac
countant, such as overnight travel,
may be a source of job dissatisfac
tion to another public accountant,
and consequently, contribute to a
turnover decision by the latter in
dividual.
The chosen perspective from
which to approach turnover in public
accounting was the process by
which public accountants arrive at
turnover decisions. Once the deci
sion process is understood, then
more attention can be directed
toward understanding the specific
job conditions and exogenous fac
tors that result in turnover behavior.

Job Attitude Formation
Process

By Michael C. Knapp

Probably the most persistent prob
lem that the public accounting pro
fession has had to deal with over the
past several years is the high turn
over of their professional employees.
Personnel replacement costs, which
consist primarily of training and
recruiting expenses, are very signifi
cant percentages of most public ac
counting firms’ annual budgets and
show no signs of diminishing. It is
hoped that the presentation of the
following research findings will be
beneficial to accounting
entrepreneurs by helping them gain
a better understanding of the in
dividual decision-making process
leading to turnover commitments.
After having gained a better unders
tanding of turnover behavior,
entrepreneurs should be better
equipped to reduce their own firms’
personnel turnover.
Methodoligically, two approaches
were followed in investigating the
research problem. A broad review of
the professional literature was per
formed to isolate the major concep
tual issues. Utilizing this research, a
basic theoretical perspective was
defined, including models and
research hypotheses. Next, a survey
instrument was used to gather data
from a sample population of former

public accountants. The purpose of
the survey was two-fold. First, it was
intended that the survey data be
used to confirm or dispute the
theoretical perspective chosen. Sec
ondly, the survey was designed to be
exploratory in nature. The results
were intended to fill a noticeable
void in the professional literature,
namely, the identification of the
specific variables that contribute
significantly to turnover decisions in
public accounting.
Turnover is a behavioral problem
that has been studied in every im
aginable employment situation in
cluding public accounting.
Typically, the research studies in
this subject area investigate job
satisfaction and/or job productivity
with the findings relating to turnover
being secondary in nature. To date,
the major finding of researchers has
been that turnover is, to a moderate
degree, negatively correlated with
job satisfaction. The unhappy or dis
satisfied worker is more likely to
leave his/her postion than the con
tented worker. Considering the sub
stantial amount of research per
formed, this seems to be a rather
modest plateau of accomplishment.
The causes of turnover, like those of
the common cold, are extremely

Figure 1 is a simplistic rendition of
the job attitude formation process for
public accountants. This model es
sentially adopts the dual-factor ap
proach to employee motivation pro
posed by Frederick Herzberg. The
underlying premise of the model is
that job attitudes are formed by the
interaction of two separate clusters
of variables. One cluster, the X varia
bles, contains the determinants of
job satisfaction and the other
cluster, the Z variables, contains fac
tors leading to job dissatisfaction. In
Figure 1 the hypothetical individual
derives satisfaction from the
prestige, high pay, and opportunity
for rapid advancement that his/her
public accountant’s role affords. On
the other hand, variables that cause
him/her to experience job dis
satisfaction include the lack of posi
tive factors and the presence of cer
tain negative job conditions that
have long been considered inherent
in the public accountant’s work role,
such as inordinate amounts of over
time, budget restraints, etc. Each of
these clusters produces a force vec
tor and the interaction of the two
resulting vectors determines at

Accounting entrepreneurs
should understand the
employee turnover process
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the individual’s position in public ac
counting. This concept is illustrated
in Figure 2 with the introduction of
Variable Y. Once a favorable
employment alternative is available
to the public accountant s/he is
forced to make a commitment either
to retaining the position or accepting
the outside opportunity, i.e., his/her
job attitude is converted into a
behavior intention. With respect to
the model depicted in Figure 2 three
hypotheses have been derived:
Hypothesis #1. If the in
dividuals have an unfavorable
job attitude prior to the in
troduction of a suitable alterna
tive opportunity, then vector Y
will tend to influence them to
commit themselves to leaving
their position in public ac
counting.

FIGURE 1
ATTITUDE TOWARD JOB
Favorable

Unfavorable

Indifferent

X1 —prestige

x2— high pay

z2— low pay

x3 — rapid advancement

z3 — slow advancement

Determinants of public accountants’ attitudes toward their jobs.

FIGURE 2

which point on the job attitude con
tinuum the individual’s overall job at
titude is found.
With respect to explaining turn
over the model in Figure 1 is defi
cient since attitudes are only pre
dispositions to act. In many cases
there is little correspondence be
tween actual behavior and attitudes.
The principal reason for the disparity
is a lack of power on the part of the
individual. An individual public ac
countant may have a negative over
all job attitude but if s/he lacks the
power to change the work role and if
s/he does not have a suitable alter
native employment opportunity, then
it is unlikely that s/he will leave
his/her position. This is the major
reason researchers have given for
the existence of only moderate
degrees of correlation between
negative job attitudes and turnover
behavior.

Outside employment opportunities as the principal
determinant of an individual’s behavioral intention with
respect to continued employment in public accounting.

BEHAVIORAL INTENTION TOWARD
CONTINUED EMPLOYMENT
Committed
to job

z2 — low pay
z3 — slow
advancement

Role of Outside Employment
Alternatives
The catalyst in the turnover deci
sion process is the availability of
outside employment alternatives that
serve as suitable replacements to
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Committed
to leaving

Indifferent

Y — outside employment
opportunities
variable Y

Attitude

Behavioral Intention

Hypothesis #2. If the in
dividuals have a favorable job
attitude prior to the introduc
tion of a suitable alternative op
portunity, then vector Y will
generally tend to influence
them to commit themselves
even more to their job, i. e., out
side employment offers will be
seen as a positive attribute of
his/her position.
Hypothesis #3. Hypothesis #2
will not hold true when vector Y
is greater than the difference of
vector X minus vector Z. (This
would be the case when the in
dividual is satisfied with the
present position, but perceives
the benefits attainable from the
alternative opportunity to be
even greater.)
The concepts illustrated by
Figures 1 and 2 are certainly not
earthshaking nor always literally
true. Figure 2 is only concerned with
the voluntary aspects of turnover.
The well-known, and largely unwrit
ten, up-or-out promotion policy of
many accounting firms unquestiona
bly bears some of the responsibility
for the high turnover in our dis
cipline. However, this model should
solidify a usually vague conception
that most entrepreneurs have of their
employees’ turnover decision mak
ing process.
The cynic might conclude that
management has little control over
employees’ turnover decisions since
voluntary turnover is prinicpally
determined by a force external to the
firm. This is far from the truth since
the favorability of outside employ
ment opportunities will be deter
mined by compairing them to the in
dividual’s position in public account
ing. If management improves the
public accountant’s work role, then
the favorability or outside alterna
tives and the employees’ likelihood
of choosing to leave will decrease.

Factors in Decision to Leave
Public Accounting
The survey instrument illustrated
in Figure 3 was designed to gather
data from former public accountants
concerning the job related condi
tions that were factors in their deci
sions to leave public accounting. As
mentioned previously, the survey’s
purpose was two-fold: (1.) to provide
data supporting or disputing the
turnover decision model presented

in Figure 2; and (2.) to serve as an
exploratory effort to uncover the
specific job related variables that
are important factors in turnover
decisions.
The population of interest was all
former public accountants. A small

segment of that universal population
was selected as the survey popula
tion. Using the annual 1976 and 1978
directories of the Oklahoma Society
of CPAs seventy individuals who
were employed in public accounting
as of December 1976 but not as of

FIGURE 3

SURVEY INSTRUMENT.
Listed below are twenty-four conditions related to several aspects of a public
accountant’s work role which may or may not have been present in the public
accounting firm with which you were employed. Indicate which of these
conditions were contributing factors in your decision to leave the public
accounting profession.
0 — The specific condition was not relevant in my decision.
1 — The condition was a slight contributing factor in my decision.
2 — The condition was an important contributing factor in my decision.

1.

Amount of overtime required

0

1

2.

Amount of overnight travel

0

1

2

3.

Lack of job security

0

1

2

4.

Management indifference toward employees

0

1

2

5.

Lack of challenging work assignments

0

1

2

6.

Politics (in-fighting) within the firm

0

1

2

2

7.

Low pay

0

1

2

8.

Up-or-out promotion policy of management

0

1

2

9.

Lack of recognition and approval for good work

0

1

2

10.

Slow advancement

0

1

2

11.

Family pressure to leave public accounting

0

1

2

12.

Favorable outside job opportunity

0

1

2

13.

Adversary role of auditor on assignments (if on auditing staff)

0

1

2

14.

Inequitable pay (relative to peer group)

0

1

2

15.

Poor and/or infrequent feedback on job performance

0

1

2

16.

Lack of status or prestige

0

1

2

17.

The need to stay “current” on authoritative pronouncements

0

1

2

18.

Relatively poor quality of peer group

0

1

2

19.

Lack of personal development opportunities

0

1

2

20.

Budget restrictions (hours and dollars) on assignments

0

1

2

21.

Poor and/or inadequate supervision

0

1

2

22.

Too much regimentation or structure within the firm

0

1

2

23.

Lack of opportunities for close friendships

0

1

2

24.

Recurring deadlines on assignments

0

1

2

Which of the above conditions was the most important factor in your decision
to leave public accounting? #___
List any other circumstances or conditions that were relevant in your decision
which are not listed above. (Use reverse if necessary.)
Number of years employed in public accounting:____
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December 1978 were selected as the
sample population. One mailing of
the survey instrument resulted in
fifty-seven responses, an eighty-one
percent response rate.
Table 1 lists the percentage of
subjects reporting the job conditions
which were factors in their decisions
to leave public accounting. (Degree

1: the condition was a slight con
tributing factor. Degree 2: the condi
tion was an important contributing
factor.) Table 2 lists the subjects’
responses to the instrument ques
tion: “Which job condition was the
most important factor in your deci
sion to leave public accounting?”
Finally, Table 3 reports the correla-

The catalyst in the turnover
decision is the availability of
suitable outside employment
alternatives

TABLE 1

Results of a survey of former public accountants concerning
job conditions contributing to their decisions to leave public
accounting.
Percentage
Responding
1

Degree
2

Total

Amount of overtime required

33

39

72

2.

Amount of overnight travel

14

14

28

3.

Lack of job security

18

12

30

4.

Management indifference toward employees

30

40

70

5.

Lack of challenging work assignments

11

4

15

6.

Politics (in-fighting) within the firm

26

23

29

7.

Low pay

28

19

47

8.

Up-or-out promotion policy of management

16

18

34

9.

Lack of recognition and approval for good work

42

14

56

10.

Slow advancement

18

9

27

11.

Family pressure to leave public accounting

18

18

36

12.

Favorable outside job opportunity

7

82

89

13.

Adversary role of auditor on assignments

23

2

25

I4.

Inequitable pay (relative to peer group)

21

11

32

15.

Poor and/or infrequent feedback on job performance

32

5

37

4

2

6
14

1.

16.

Lack of status or prestige

17.

The need to stay “current” on authoritative
pronouncements

12

2

18.

Relatively poor quality of peer group

11

0

11

19.

Lack of personal development opportunities

18

4

22

20.

Budget restrictions (hours and dollars) on assignments28

11

39

21.

Poor and/or inadequate supervision

23

2

25

22.

Too much regimentation or structure within firm

28

2

30

23.

Lack of opportunities for close friendships

7

2

9

24.

Recurring deadlines on assignments

23

9

32
n =57

Mean length of employment = 5.7 years
Mean number of responses per subject:
Degree 1 = 4.7; Degree 2 = 3.4.
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tion coefficients between length of
time employed in public accounting
and the responses to the degree the
given job conditions were factors in
the subjects’ turnover decisions.
The importance of overtime as a
factor in turnover decisions is proba
bly not surprising at all to most prac
ticioners, nor the fact that the dis
content with long overtime hours is
stronger in the ranks of those in
dividuals who have been employed
in public accounting a relatively
short time (as is indicated by Table
3). it is interesting that such a high
percentage of respondents reported
that simple management in
difference was a factor in their turn
over decision. If the accounting pro
fession is to continue to attract and
retain the top-notch students it
would seem obvious that more atten
tion must be paid to the implementa
tion of proper personnel administra
tion policies, an area that has been
neglected for too long by accounting
firms.
Since most of the job conditions
were only moderately or slightly cor
related with length of time employed
in public accounting it is difficult to
draw many concrete conclusions
from Table 3. It would seem apparent
that the job conditions that are pre
dominately task related, such as
overtime, budget restraints, and
recurring deadlines, were con
sidered as negative factors more fre
quently by those employed a rela
tively short time in public account
ing. This stands to reason since
these individuals are the ones who
feel the brunt of these conditions and
since the individuals who have been
in the profession longer have had
more time to become accustomed
and adjust to these negative aspects
of the public accountant’s work role.

Probably the most striking statistic
included in Table 1 is that eighty-two
percent of the respondents reported
a favorable outside job opportunity
was an important contributing factor
in their turnover decisions. Thirtytwo of these forty-seven individuals
indicated that the outside oppor
tunity was the most important factor
in their decisions, while the other fif
teen listed various other job condi
tions as the primary determinant. In
relating these statistics to the model
presented in Figure 2 three classes
of respondents have been deline
ated.

C/ass A: Those thirty-two sub
jects reporting a favorable out
side job opportunity as both an
important factor and the most
important factor in their tur
nover decisions.

Class B: Those fifteen subjects
reporting a favorable outside
job opportunity as an important
but not the most important fac
tor in their turnover decisions.
Class C: The other ten subjects
reporting a favorable outside
job opportunity as neither the
most important or an important
factor in their decisions.

TABLE 2

Compilation of the job conditions that were reported to be
the most important factors in the subjects’ decisions to
leave public accounting.
Number of
Responses

Condition

Rank

%of Total
Responses

1.

Favorable outside job opportunity

32

50

2.

Management indifference toward
employees

6

9

Low pay

6

9

3.

Politics (in-fighting) within the firm

4

6

4.

Amount of overtime required

3

4

4.

Up-or-out promotion policy of
management

3

4

5.

Amount of overnight travel

2

3

5.

Recurring deadlines on assignments

2

3

6.

Lack of job security

1

2

6.

Lack of recognition and approval for
good work

1

2

6.

Slow advancement

1

2

6.

Inequitable pay (relative to peer group)

1

2

6.

Poor and/or inadequate supervision

1

2

6.

Too much regimentation or structure
within the firm

1

2

2.

Totals

Once entrepreneurs
understand they are better
equipped to formulate an
effective strategy for reducing
their firm’s personnel rate

64*

100
n =57

*The total number of responses did not equal the number of subjects
because a few individuals indicated more than one condition as the
most important factor in their decision.

The Class C subjects are those in
dividuals whose decisions are not
explained by Figure 2. These were
individuals who indicated that one of
the conditions in Table 2 (other than
a favorable outside job opportunity)
was the most important factor in
their turnover decisions. The im
petus of the negative job attitude
was a sufficient force to bring about
a turnover decision.
In Class B we have those in
dividuals who indicated that an out
side opportunity was an important
but not the most important factor in
their decisions. The condition they
reported as the most important factor
was a necessary antecedent condi
tion but was not a sufficient condi
tion to induce turnover. The com
bination of the antecedent condition
and a favorable outside opportunity
were together sufficient motivation
to bring about the formation of a
commitment to leave public account
ing. Accordingly, these individuals
are those who fall under the realm of
hypothesis #1.
Prior to the introduction of a
favorable outside employment op
portunity, a sufficient negative an
tecedent condition did not exist to
compel the respondents of Class A
to leave public accounting. The
favorable outside job opportunity
was apparently a sufficient condition
to compel these individuals to make
the turnover commitment. Accord
ingly, these respondents’ turnover
behavior would be explained by hy
pothesis #3.
The Woman CPA, October, 1980/11

KENT STATE
UNIVERSITY
ASSISTANT
PROFESSOR:
This is a tenure track
position. To teach under
graduate and graduate
(MBA and DBA) courses
in Financial Institutions,
Banking, Financial
Markets, and other areas
of Finance. Required is a
Ph.D. or DBA in Finance
with a strong interest in
research as well as evi
dence of good teaching.
Minimum salary: $23,000.
Application deadline: Oc
tober 31, 1980.

TABLE 3

Statistical correlation of each survey job condition with the
length of employment in public accounting of the subjects.
Correlation
Coefficients

1.

Amount of overtime required

-.25

2.

Amount of overnight travel

-.24

3.
4.

Lack of job security
Management indifference toward employees

.11
-.01

5.

Lack of challenging work assignments

6.

Politics (in-fighting) within the firm

7.

Low pay

-.25

8.

Up-or-out promotion policy of management

-.01

9.

Lack of recognition and approval for good work

.01

.08

.18

-.01

10.

Slow advancement

11.

Family pressure to leave public accounting

.-18

12.

Favorable outside job opportunity

-.16

13.

Adversary role of auditor on assignments

-.02

14.

Inequitable pay (relative to peer group)

-.03

15.

Poor and/or infrequent feedback on job
performance

16.
17.

Lack of status or prestige

.10
-.18

The need to stay “current” on authoritative
pronouncements

.20

ASSISTANT
PROFESSOR:

18.

Relatively poor quality of peer group

.27

19.

Lack of personal development opportunities

.10

This is a tenure track
position. To teach under
graduate and graduate
courses in Principles of
Risk and Insurance, Life
and Casualty Insurance,
Risk Management, and re
lated areas. Required is a
Ph.D. or DBA in Insurance
or a related discipline
with a strong interest in
research as well as evi
dence of good teaching.

20.

Budget restrictions (hours and dollars) on
assignments

-.36

21.

Poor and/or inadequate supervision

-.13

22.

Too much regimentation or structure within the
firm

23.

Lack of opportunities for close friendships

-.05

24.

Recurring deadlines on assignments

-.20

FOR EITHER POSITION
CONTACT:

Dr. Richard J. Curcio,
Chairperson, Dept. of Fi
nance & Public Adminis
tration, Kent State Univer
sity, Kent, Ohio 44242.
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.40

Conclusion
The three previous paragraphs
have shown how the survey results
can be roughly related to the turn
over behavior model presented in
Figure 2. Again, the principal pur
pose of the model is to propose a
preliminary, skeletal structure repre
senting the turnover decision pro
cess of public accountants.
Hopefully, as further research is per
formed the model will become more
refined and predictive. For the pres
ent, it is hoped that entrepreneurs
can use the model to establish a firm,

seminal conception of the turnover
decision process. With that structure
in mind they should be better e
quipped to fomulate an effective
strategy for reducing their own firm’s
personnel turnover rate.Ω

Michael C. Knapp, CPA, CMA is a
teaching/Research Assistant and a
Ph.D candidate at the University of
Oklahoma.

